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Rethinking Religion and the 
National Question in Nigeria 
*Tony Onwumah 
Introduction 
IN 1914, Lord Lugard, then Governor-General,amalga-mated the Northern and Southern Protectorates of Nigeria. This brought together about two hundred and 
fifty ethnic groups and more than double that number of 
language groups as a geographical expression called Nigeria. 
Hitherto, the different ethnic and language groups had their 
different systems of governance, identities, cultures and 
languages. They were, to a large extent, independent of each 
other. Therefore, the action of Lord Lugard was a multiple 
marriage of strange bedfellows. It was a forcible grouping of 
people, who had little or nothing in common, into a political 
arrangement that was supposed to be a nation state. 
Ordinarily, a nation presupposes some commonalities in the 
areas of culture, descent, territoriality, and shared 
experiences and values. The essence of these is that within a 
nation the component parts do not have identity crisis. The 
'we' feeling and consciousness ofkind tends to predominate. 
It follows that within a nation, internal cohesion is easy and 
external threats are seen as a common challenge. With this, 
the major challenge which faced the immediate post-
amalgamated country was how to forge a nationality out of 
the different sub-nationalities which were arbitrarily brought 
together by Lugard. 
• Tony Onwumah , Centre for Black and African Arts and Civilization (CBAACJ, Lagos. 
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I n  t e r e s  t i n g l y ,  t h e  B r i t i s h  c o l o n i a l  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  
d e l i b e r a t e l y  p u r s u e d  p o l i c i e s  w h i c h  e n s u r e d  t h a t  t h e  
n o r t h e r n  a n d  s o u t h e r n  p a r t s  o f  N i g e r i a  w e r e  k e p t  
a g a i n s t  t h e m s e l v e s .  F o r  t h e  a v o i d a n c e  o f  d o u b t ,  i t  n e e d s  b e  
s t r e s s e d  t h a t  t h e  c o l o n i a l  g o v e r n m e n t  e n c o u r a g e d  t h e  
p r o m o t i o n  o f W e s t e r n  e d u c a t i o n  i n  t h e  s o u t h  b u t  f a i l e d  t o d o  
t h e  s a m e  i n  t h e  n o r t h .  R a t h e r ,  i n  t h e  n a m e  o f  p r e s e r v i n g  
t r a d i t i o n a l  i n s t i t u t i o n s ,  I s l a m i c  e d u c a t i o n  w a s  e n c o u r a g e d  
i n  t h e  n o r t h .  T h i s  w a s  t o  e n s u r e  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  d o m i n a t i o n  
t h e  l e s s - e d u c a t e d  n o r t h  o f  t h e  m o r e  e d u c a t i o n a l l y  a d v a n c e d  
s o u t h .  I n  s u m m a r y ,  N i g e r i a  i s  a  c h i l d  o f  c i r c u m s t a n c e ,  o n e  
t h a t  m u s t  s e r v e  t h e  i n t e r e s t s ,  w h i m s  a n d  c a p r i c e s  o f t h  
c o l o n i a l  o v e r l o r d s .  I t  c o u l d  a l s o  b e  a r g u e d  t h a t  N i g e r i a  a t  
i n c e p t i o n  d i d  n o t  m e e t  t h e  m i n i m u m  c o n d i t i o n s  t o  
d e s c r i b e d  a s  a  n a t i o n .  T h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  f i r s t  c h a l l e n g e  
f a c e d  t h e  i m m e d i a t e  p o s t - i n d e p e n d e n c e  l e a d e r s  w a s  t h a t  
n a t i o n  b u i l d i n g .  
U n f o r t u n a t e l y ,  t h e  i n h e r e n t  a n d  f u n d a m e n t a l  
w i t h i n  t h e  c o u n t r y  w e r e  s u c h  t h a t  t h e  f o u n d i n g  f a t h e r s  
N i g e r i a  c o u l d  n o t  c o p e  w i t h .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  t o  e n s u r e  a d e a u a l e •  
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n ,  w h i l e  t h e  f i r s t  i n d i g e n o u s  
w a s  a  C h r i s t i a n  f r o m  t h e  s o u t h ,  i t  w a s  e n s u r e d  t h a t  t h e  
M i n i s t e r  w a s  a  M o s l e m  f r o m  t h e  n o r t h .  T h e  
a r r a n g e m e n t  o f  e t h n i c  a n d  r e l i g i o u s  b a l a n c i n g  p e r m e a t e d l  
a l l  t h e  f a c e t s  o f  N i g e r i a .  T h e  e f f e c t  w a s  t h a t  e m p h a s i s  
p l a c e d  o n  t h e  a d e q u a c y  o f  r e p r e s e n t a t i o n  a n d  n o t  o n  
q u a l i t y  o f  s e r v i c e  t o  b e  r e n d e r e d .  I n e v i t a b l y ,  i n  
i n s t a n c e s ,  t h e  l e s s  q u a l i f i e d  r u l e d  o v e r  t h e  m o r e  q u a l i f i e d  
A n o t h e r  f a c t o r  w h i c h  i s  c l o s e l y  r e l a t e d  t o  t h e  a b o v e  a n d  
p o i n t s  t o  N i g e r i a ' s  a b b r e v i a t e d  n a t i o n h o o d  i  
r e p r e s e n t a t i v e  b u r e a u c r a c y ,  o r  w h a t  i s  g e n e r a l l y  r e f e r r e d  
a s  q u o t a  s y s t e m .  T h i s  a r r a n g e m e n t  e n s u r e s  t h a t  
a p p o i n t m e n t s  t o  k e y  p o s i t i o n s ,  i n  a d m i s s i o n s  i  
g o v e r n m e n t - o w n e d  i n s t i t u t i o n s  ( s e c o n d a r y  a n d  + m  • •  : .  
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selection is based more on quota and not exclusively on merit. 
For example, while a child from Edo State who scores two 
hundred and eighty in the National Common Entrance 
Examination may not be offered admission, another child 
from, say, Borno State, with a score of two hundred, may very 
conveniently gain admission into a federal government 
college in a country which is supposedly one . 
Quota system compromises the spirit of nationhood in 
Nigeria. In many parts of Nigeria, persons whose parents 
were not born in a state are considered non-indigenes 
irrespective of how long they have lived in that area. Put 
more clearly, an Igbo man in Sokoto State is considered a 
non-indigene, even if his grandparents were born and bred 
in Sokoto. The reverse is also true. This finds expression in 
discriminatory practices in terms of admission policy, the fees 
charged, and the right to vote and be voted for. In many 
instances, it is far easier for non-Nigerians to gain 
employment at the expense of Nigerians who do not come 
from the state in question. This is done in spite of the 
constitutional provision stating that someone could be 
considered as an indigene of a place if he has lived there 
continuously for ten or more years. The sum total of all of 
these is that Nigeria is a state in search of nationhood. 
Since the thrust of this chapter is to critically interrogate 
religion as a phenomenon and its role in the fostering or 
otherwise of national cohesion, a few words on religion would 
be appropriate at this juncture. Different scholars have 
defined religion differently. Thus, there is no consensus on 
the exact meaning of religion. However, it is agreed that 
religion has to do with the relationship between man and an 
ultimate power or authority which has an overwhelming 
influence or control over him. Religion has to do with some 
transcendental powers or forces over which man has no 
control but rather which has control over the affairs of man. 
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I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  o f  t h e  c h a p t e r ,  t h e  i n t e n t i o n  i s  t o  m a k e  t h e  
r e a d e r  u n d e r s t a n d  t h e  r o l e  w h i c h  r e l i g i o n  h a s  p l a y e d  t o w a r d s  
t h e  e v o l u t i o n  o f  t r u e  n a t i o n h o o d  i n  N i g e r i a .  I t  m a y  h o w e v e r  
b e  d e s i r a b l e  t o  s t a t e  c l e a r l y  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  i n  t h i s  c o n t e x t  r e f e r s  
m a i n l y  t o  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a n d  I s l a m .  T h e s e  a r e ,  w i t h o u t  
c o n t r o v e r s y ,  t h e  t w o  d o m i n a n t  r e l i g i o n s  i n  N i g e r i a .  
S u r p r i s i n g l y ,  t h e s e  a r e  s e c o n d a r y  r e l i g i o n s .  T h e  o t h e r ,  a n d  
i n d e e d  t h e  p r i m a r y  r e l i g i o n ,  w h i c h  i s  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  A f r i c a n  
r e l i g i o n ,  h a s  b e e n  r e l e g a t e d  t o  t h e  b a c k g r o u n d .  T h e  r e a s o n  
f o r  t h i s  i s  t h a t ,  u n l i k e  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a n d  I s l a m ,  i t  i s  n o t  a s  
o r g a n i z e d  a n d  s y s t e m a t i z e d  i n  i t s  c r e e d ,  p r a c t i c e  a n d  
f o l l o w e r s h i p .  M o r e  i m p o r t a n t l y ,  b o t h  I s l a m  a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  
h a v e  c o l o n i a l  o r i g i n s .  S i n c e  t h e  r e l i g i o n  o f  t h e  m a s t e r  
( P . N .  S i m o k o )  m u s t  a l s o  b e  t h e  r e l i g i o n  o f  t h e  s e r v a n t ,  t h e  
p r e v a l e n c e  o f  t h e  t w o  r e l i g i o n s  b e c o m e s  e a s i l y  u n d e r s t a n d a b l e  
e s p e c i a l l y  i f  c o g n i z a n c e  i s  t a k e n  o f  t h a t  c o l o n i a l  h e r i t a g e .  
D u r i n g  t h e  c o l o n i a l  p e r i o d ,  t h e  i n t e r a c t i o n  b e t w e e n  
C h r i s t i a n i t y  a n d  I s l a m  w a s  b a s i c a l l y  c o r d i a l .  T h e r e  a r e  n o  
h i s t o r i c a l  a c c o u n t s  o f  c l a s h e s  a n d  s k i r m i s h e s  b e t w e e n  
C h r i s t i a n s  a n d  M o s l e m s .  T h e  p h e n o m e n o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  
t o l e r a n c e  o f  t h e  c o l o n i a l  e r a  w a s  a l s o  t r a n s f e r r e d  t o  t h e  
i m m e d i a t e  p o s t - c o l o n i a l  e r a .  T h e  s t o r y  c h a n g e d ,  h o w e r v e r ,  
i n  1 9 7 8 .  T h e  m i l i t a r y  g o v e r n m e n t  o f  t h e  d a y  h a d  p u t  i n  p l a c e  
a  c o n s t i t u t i o n  d r a f t i n g  c o m m i t t e e  t o  u s h e r  i n  a  n e w  
g o v e r n m e n t .  P r o b l e m  s t a r t e d  w h e n  t h e  M o s l e m  m e m b e r s  o f  
t h e  c o m m i t t e e  w a n t e d  a  c o n s t i t u t i o n a l  p r o v i s i o n  f o r  a  S h a r i a  
C o u r t  o f  A p p e a l .  T h i s  w a s  s t o u t l y  r e s i s t e d  b y  t h e  n o n ·  
M o s l e m s  o n  t h e  c o m m i t t e e .  T h e  a r g u m e n t s  a n d  d e b a t e s  
w h i c h  f o l l o w e d  a l m o s t  t o r e  t h e  n a t i o n  a p a r t .  I t  w a s  a r g u e d  
t h a t  a s  a  m u l t i - r e l i g i o u s  c o u n t r y ,  i t  w a s  n o t  n e c e s s a r y  f o r  a  
s p e c i a l  p r o v i s i o n  f o r  a  s h a r i a  c o u r t  i n  t h e  c o n s t i t u t i o n .  I t  
t o o k  t h e  i n t e r v e n t i o n  o f  t h e  t h e n  m i l i t a r y  g o v e r n m e n t  t o  
d o u s e  t h e  t e n s i o n  w h i c h  e n v e l o p e d  t h e  n a t i o n .  Y e t ,  t h e  s h a r i a  
c o u r t  e v e n t  m a r k e d  t h e  f i r s t  a t t e m p t  b y  r e l i g i o n  t o  d i v i d e  
t h e  n a t i o n  p o l i t i c a l l y .  
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The Maitatsine religious crises which started in 1980 is, 
without doubt, the expression of the worst form of religious 
intolerance. Essentially a northern phenomenon, it entailed 
the large-scale killing of non-Moslems, particularly Christians, 
by Moslems. As action will always provoke a reaction, there 
were always retaliatory attacks by the Christians against the 
Moslems. In a number of instances, the killing of Christians 
in the north also provoked the counter-killing of Moslems in 
the south, particularly in such places as Onitsha and Enugu 
in the east. So much has been written and said that the so-
called religious crises have political undertones. However, very 
little attention has been paid to the costs, socially, 
economically, and culturally, of religious intolerance. In the 
first place, the period of religious crises is a time when man 
rises up against his fellow man. It brings out the worst instincts 
in man and entails intense agony and engenders disunity. 
No one will feel at home in an environment where his mother, 
father' brother or sister has been killed in the name of religion. 
Secondly, religious crisis takes attention away from the 
pursuit of cultural advancement because involvement in arts, 
crafts, festivals, and what have you, would be reduced if not 
completely obliterated for as long as the crisis lasts. 
Thirdly, is the economic implication of religious crisis. For 
the duration of the crisis, all forms of economic activity grind 
to a halt. This further aggravates the misery which goes with 
the crisis. The need to tread very cautiously with religious 
crisis is underscored by events in other parts of the world. In 
this respect, the situations in Sudan and the Middle East 
readily come to mind. The crises in these areas appear to be 
intractable because of their religious undertones. The endless 
wars in these areas have endured for so long because religion 
is based on faith and emotion and not on reason or rationality. 
Therefore, Nigeria needs to brace up to face the challenges of 
religious intolorence. 
f 
3 2 8  C u l t u r e  a n d  S o c i e t y  i n  N i g e r i a :  P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e ,  L a n g u a g e  a n d  I n t e r g r o u p  R e l a t i o n s  
W i t h  a l l  t h e s e ,  t h e  q u e s t i o n  m u s t  t h e n  b e  a s k e d :  I s  r e l i g i o n  
i n h e r e n t l y  b a d  i f ,  i n  s o m e  i n s t a n c e s ,  i t  h a s  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  
s u c h  a  d e s t r u c t i v e  w e a p o n ?  A  c r i t i c a l  a n d  d i s p a s s i o n a t e  
e x a m i n a t i o n  o f  b o t h  I s l a m  a n d  C h r i s t i a n i t y  r e v e a l s  t h a t  b o t h  
r e l i g i o n s  s t a n d  f o r  p e a c e  a n d  h a r m o n i o u s  c o e x i s t e n c e .  Y e t ,  i t  
i s  v e r y  d i s t u r b i n g  t h a t  i n  s p i t e  o f  t h e  e m p h a s i s  o n  c a r e  a n d  
t o l e r a n c e ,  i n  N i g e r i a ,  C h r i s t i a n i t y  a n d  I s l a m  a r e  a l w a y s  a t  
d a g g e r s  d r a w n .  T h e  c o n c l u s i o n  c o u l d  b e  d r a w n  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  
i s  n o t  i n h e r e n t l y  b a d  b u t  t h e  p r o b l e m  i s  w i t h  t h e  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  
o f  r e l i g i o n .  I f  c a r e f u l  c o n s i d e r a t i o n s  a r e  t a k e n  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  
r e l i g i o u s  r i o t s  i n  N i g e r i a ,  t h e  l e v e l  o f  o r g a n i z a t i o n ,  t h e  
s o p h i s t i c a t e d  w e a p o n s  t h a t  w e r e  u s e d ,  t h e  d i s p a s s i o n a t e  
c o n c l u s i o n  t h a t  c o u l d  b e  r e a c h e d  i s  t h a t  t h e  s o - c a l l e d  r e l i g i o u s  
c r i s e s  a r e  e l i t e  m a n i p u l a t i o n s  f o r  s e l f i s h  g a i n s .  F o r  i n s t a n c e ,  
a t  t h e  e n d  o f  e a c h  c r i s i s ,  c o n s u l t a t i o n s  w o u l d  b e  m a d e  a n d  
s o m e  c o n c e s s i o n s  g r a n t e d .  T h o s e  w h o  b e n e f i t  f r o m  a l l  t h e s e  
a r e  e s s e n t i a l l y  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h e  v a r i o u s  g r o u p s .  T o  p u t  i s s u e s  
i n  c l e a r e r  p e r s p e c t i v e ,  r e l i e f  m a t e r i a l s  a n d  o t h e r  f i n a n c i a l  
a s s i s t a n c e  a r e  n o r m a l l y  g r a n t e d  t o  t h e  v i c t i m s  o f  t h e  r e l i g i o u s  
r i o t s .  B u t  i t  i s  k n o w n  t h a t  t h e  l e a d e r s  o f  t h e  d i f f e r e n t  s e c t s  
a n d  g r o u p s  b e n e f i t  f a r  m o r e  t h a n  t h e i r  f o l l o w e r s  f r o m  t h e  
c o n c e s s i o n s  t h a t  a r e  g r a n t e d .  
A p a r t  f r o m  t h e  r i o t s  a n d  s k i r m i s h e s  r e f e r r e d  t o  a b o v e ,  o t h e r  
i n s t a n c e s  o f  t h e  p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o n  i n c l u d e  t h e  1 9 8 6  
' s m u g g l i n g '  o f  N i g e r i a  i n t o  t h e  O r g a n i z a t i o n  o f  I s l a m i c  
C o n f e r e n c e  ( O I C ) .  T h e  a r g u m e n t  t h e n  w a s  t h a t  N i g e r i a ' s  
m e m b e r s h i p  o f  t h e  o r e  c o m p r o m i s e d  t h e  m u l t i - r e l i g i o u s  
s t a t u s  o f  t h e  c o u n t r y .  T h i s  i s  b e c a u s e  t h e  O I C  w a s  b a s i c a l l y  
f o r  I s l a m i c  c o u n t r i e s .  T h e  C h r i s t i a n  A s s o c i a t i o n  o f  N i g e r i a  
( C A N )  k i c k e d  a g a i n s t  i t .  T h e  p r o t e s t  w h i c h  i t  e n g e n d e r e d  
m a d e  e v e n  t h e  m i l i t a r y  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n  o f  G e n e r a l  I b r a h i m  
B a b a n g i d a  t o  r e v e r t  t o  N i g e r i a ' s  o b s e r v e r  s t a t u s  i n  t h e  O I C .  
B u t  t h e  e v e n t  i s  a  v e r y  u n p l e a s a n t  p o i n t e r  t o  h o w  v o l a t i l e  i t  
c o u l d  b e  w h e n  r e l i g i o n  i s  m i x e d  w i t h  p o l i t i c s .  I t  w a s  a l s o  
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only Moslems as service chiefs. This was also condemned by 
the media and the Christian community in Nigeria. In the 
same vein, Aso Rock, Nigeria's seat of government, was 
constructed by the same Babangida administration; but, quite 
surprisingly, while mosques were provided, no chapel or 
church was built. The above examples lead to an examination 
of the politics of religion under the military, and the conclusion 
which could be drawn is that the protracted incursion of the 
military into politics further aggravated the politicization of 
religion. This is understandable because five out of Nigeria's 
eight military leaders were Moslems from the north. 
Another glaring case of the politicization ofreligion was the 
introduction of the Sharia law in most of the northern states 
during the Fourth Republic. It was an arrangement by which 
both Moslems and non-Moslems in the affected states were 
brought under the same Islamic laws. Indeed, some 
governorship aspirants made the introduction of Sharia a 
campaign issue. Zamfara State Government actually blazed 
the trail when it introduced Sharia in 1999. 
An observation has been made however that since most 
Sharia governors were re-elected, the whole issue of Sharia 
seems to have lost steam. This is a clear pointer to the fact 
that, in spite of the seeming campaign for Sharia, the real 
consideration was more political than religious. 
Reverend Father Hassan Kukah has drawn attention to the 
fact that, in the discussion of religion and politics, the issues 
of citizenship, crime and punishment must not be glossed 
over. For instance, it has not been recorded that the 
perpetrators of the arson and mayhem which attended past 
religious crises have ever been duly punished. Because 
murder was committed during religious crises does not make 
it anything else but still murder. The point to note is that 
crime must not be covered using religion as a subterfuge. 
The above scenario points to the fact that citizenship in many 
3 3 0  C u l t u r e  a n d  S o c 1 e t y  i n  N i g e r i a :  P o p u l a r  C u l t u r e ,  L a n g u a g e  a n d  I n t e r g r o u p  R e l a t i o n s  
i n s t a n c e s  h a s  b e e n  s u b o r d i n a t e d  t o  r e l i g i o n .  I t  i s  a l s o  a n  
i n d i c a t i o n  o f  t h e  f a i l u r e  o f  t h e  p o s t - c o l o n i a l  N i g e r i a n  s t a t e  
t o  l i v e  u p  t o  e x p e c t a t i o n  i n  t h e  a r e a  o f  p r o t e c t i o n  o f  t h e  l i v e s  
a n d  p r o p e r t i e s  o f  i t s  c i t i z e n r y .  
S u m m a r y  a n d  C o n c l u s i o n  
I t  h a s  b e e n  f o u n d  t h a t  r e l i g i o n  i s  n o t  i n h e r e n t l y  b a d  b u t  t h e  
p o l i t i c i z a t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o n  i s  t h e  r o o t  c a u s e  o f  r e l i g i o u s  
i n t o l e r a n c e .  T h e r e  i s  t h e  n e e d  f o r  r e l i g i o u s  l e a d e r s  t o  a d h e r e  
s t r i c t l y  t o  t h e  t e n e t s  o f  t h e i r  r e l i g i o n  w i t h  t o l e r a n c e .  I t  i s  
e q u a l l y  d e s i r a b l e  t o  h a v e  m o r e  n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  ( N G O s )  d e d i c a t e d  t o  t h e  p r o m o t i o n  o f  r e l i g i o u s  
t o l e r a n c e .  I t  i s  t h e r e f o r e  i m p o r t a n t  t o  r e s u s c i t a t e  t h e  
N a t i o n a l  A s s o c i a t i o n  f o r  R e l i g i o u s  T o l e r a n c e  ( N A R E T O ) .  
S i m i l a r l y ,  c r i m e  s h o u l d  b e  p u n i s h e d  i r r e s p e c t i v e  o f  w h e n  i t  
w a s  c o m m i t t e d ,  b e  i t  d u r i n g  r e l i g i o u s  c r i s e s  o r  n o t .  N i g e r i a  
i s  a l s o  i n  d i r e  n e e d  o f  a  v i g o r o u s  a n d  s u s t a i n e d  p o l i c y  o f  m a s s  
e d u c a t i o n .  
T h e  u n e d u c a t e d  i s  i g n o r a n t ,  g u l l i b l e  a n d  e a s i l y  m a n i p u l a t e d  
f o r  p o l i t i c a l  e n d s  u n d e r  t h e  g u i s e  o f  r e l i g i o n .  T h e  p e r c e p t i o n  
o f  p o l i t i c s  a s  a  z e r o - s u m  g a m e  s h o u l d  b e  d i s c o u r a g e d .  A  n e w  
e r a  w h i c h  s e e s  p o l i t i c s  m o r e  a s  s e r v i c e  t h a n  b u s i n e s s  s h o u l d  
b e  e n c o u r a g e d .  I n  t h i s  r e s p e c t ,  n o n - g o v e r n m e n t a l  
o r g a n i z a t i o n s  a l s o  h a v e  c r i t i c a l  r o l e s  t o  p l a y .  F i n a l l y ,  r e l i g i o n  
s h o u l d  n o t  h a v e  a n y  p l a c e  i n  e m p l o y m e n t  a n d  a d m i s s i o n  
m a t t e r s .  I t  i s  v e r y  p o s s i b l e  t o  h a v e  r e l i g i o u s  h a r m o n y  i n  
N i g e r i a  b u t  t h e  p o l i t i c a l  l e a d e r s h i p  m u s t  s h o w  t r u e  a n d  
g e n u i n e  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  i t .  
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